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ABSTRACT 

A 6-8 day secondary; level social studies unit 
explores pen^orship in education through a variety of activities. 
Students participate in a prea^sessment poll measuring their opinions 
on academic freedom, answer a questionnaire entitled "What do you 
think?" concerning local school board and. community powers,, rank a 
list of possible teacher activities. on a scale from acceptable to 
unacceptable, find watch the American Library Association film 
entitled "The speaker . " These activities are accompanied by 
discussion, and analysis guest ions. A critical reading, on student 
rights concludes the unit .Nine student pro jects suggested for 
evaluating the unit include a community censorship. poll; a 
research/opinion paper; an interview with a school official^ news 
editor , or .lawyer ; and a report on the' American Ciyii Liberties 
Union. (LP J • 
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ACADEMIC FREEDOM: A CLASSROOM EXERCISE 

• by ; 

^ Ronald G* ^elms 

Kettering Fairmont ( Ohio ) High Sohool 



Taken from: 

The Social Studies Professional 

A Newsletter- from the National Council, for the Social^ Studies 
Number 70, January 1984 " ' " 
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The past 20 yeirrhave witnessed uroenhg efforts on the part of many 
crgaruzed groups to restrict intellectual freedom: Textbooks have been ex- 
cludcil from state adoption lists, trade books have bVen removed from library 
shelves, and teachers have been intimidated: . ' . .*» • 

lob often, these threats to a cadem ic freedom go unchallenged. The censors 
have their way be cau s e no one— citizens, parents, educators, or students — 
takes issue with $em.. Censorship pftkn prevail s by default. Jhe challenge to 
social studies educators is clear. Every generation needs to understand and 
value the principles underlying the' free exchange of ideas^— a necessary 
foundation for ah authentic democratic society. Students need to be explicitly 
involved in exploring issues surrounding academic freedom and censorship. 

T& unit mat follows is one teacher's approach to dealing with djrs signifi- 
cant topic. The unit will occupy six-to-eight days of class time ana* is accom- 
panied by a list of student and teacher resources. 1 .. . - ]• - . *• 

•V v : ' ^ V :£-,-■ .; : - 

..a ,.' ..'t - . yEACH1NG^AS(JUT FREEDOM : ' 
AND (FENSORSHIE- • 
__T?>e_ goals for the unit are derived from Student Rights and^Stadent 
Responsibilities, an NCSS position statement (1974), whicfi states:.. r . ! 

^*?j*^nuj^_ti»h^ teach.. X . 

{sachet's freedom to teach involves both the righ^and responsibility to 

use the highest intellectual standards in studying, investigating, pre- .* 

senting, interpreting, and discussing facts andJdeas relevant to his or. . 

her field of professional competence .'. Teachers rhust examine 

ideas openly iii L^_.cl«»swwm/* . ^ ' _'• 
_ The specific' objectives of this unit are: " * "' ' L _ . ' * 

1. Given case studies rrbjh the media, students will construct definitions; 

2. ^ter viewing the_43-mmute_fUm. The Speaker^ students will analyze the 
tensions between' freedom of ideas .and censorship. The film is described 

_. more fully be low. * ' ' % : -.. . 

3i Given specific learning activities, students will discuss their attitudes 
X il»u.t school policies and classroom practices that relate to 'academic 

0 freedom. * . - * 

4. ^y^instances_of te^xtbook^ensc^h^y) in schools, students will cite one 
example of language censorship, three examples, of religious or ethnic 
censorship, and two exampleV^jf political or ideological censorship. 
5* Given censorship issues, studcntstwill identify three conditions that can be 
used to judge a work to determine if jt fajls^ under tho protection of thp First 

Amendment. • . A 

> ' '4 ' . . . 

" > * 

Daily Activities — Day #1< . 

^reassessment: Ask students to explain what they think academic freedom 
S^ans. At the end of the unit, students will be asked to this again. Distribute 
the following survey, reproduced from '"A Classroom Teacher's Guide to 
Academic Freedom.** by James K. UphofT and Ronald G. Helms (Social 
Education,' April 1975. p. 223). 1 " , * 

* 

Guide To Academic Freedom _ - ' . z . 

Students arc asked their opinions an the foUbwing questions. _ _ 
4 SA m Strongly Agree; A* Agrees; U -Undecided; » Disagree; 
*SD -Strongly Disagree * l* Z ? 

_ _ . 1 . Tomorrow^ citizens and leaders should have w ide 

SA A U D SD _ exposure to cftscussion of controversial issues.; 

2. A L tercher*s personal, religious, political, and econ 
nomic beliefs should not come under examination 
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wheo_his or her professional competence is being 
evaluated./ " _ -.. 

3. Classroom discussion [should be permitted on points 
of view which are contrary to community standards. 

4. The Board of Education should have official form 
. letters available to^ members of the j»rhmujnity who 

might wish to complain about aspects of the curri- 
culum, j ^ ; jj 

5 . Jhc Board of Education should have an official poli- 
cy on academic freedom that clearly states the right 
of a student to learn and a teacher to teach- ' 

6: Parens should have the right raexeinp^teir children 
from reading a book, but they should not have the 
~> right to yejnde any or all curriculum materials. 
7. In their private capacity, teachers should be able to 
• hold and express publicly their views on refifrous, 
social , an d go liticai matters. : 

8. One of thseentral tasks of education b to develop the! 

D SD v radenVs ability to question established views: J . 
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9. Tjke classroom should be open to outside speakers 
whose special competence the teacher may want to 
" c utilize in exploring ; a given issue. 
10; In preparing for effective citizenship; students 
^oujd_ J^irn the ^ techmqucs and skills of lawful 
democraUC-^dissen t . * " 

1 1 . Students should have the opportunity to discuss cod- 
.troversiai issues with persons having opposing points 
of view. : l : 

12. Teachers should promote die fair representation of 
differing points of view on all' issues: *> . 

13. Teachers should be able to discuss with students 
political, social, or economic philosophies that are in 
opposition to those of the United* States. ■ * 

14. Teachers should be permitted ttfselett ; textbooks and 
supplemental materiais free of administrative and' 
community restraint. s 

- 15. Instructional methodology should be free fromjeom- 
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munity restraints. 
16. Students should learn to consider the possible merits 
_ of differing viewpoints: 

} 7 . Students should be tree to reach any conclusions 
upon an issue that fit the facts as they understand 
* them, without any limitation other than that imposed 

_ &y J^!*i!<?ctiijii honesty . f ^ : . } - Jf* j rs_"^ 1 . 

i^: A diversity of views is essential lo a democracy. 

19. Citizens of me ^nuruirnty should have the right 7 to 

$A A U D SD examine and criticize school 'materials. •* * 

— 20. Every citizen should have .the right to criticize or 

SA A U D SD - lawfully oppose any government policy or official 

: j without penalty or restraint. 

After the questionnaire is completed, three stuaentsrcould be selected to 
tally* class o res{»nses and place the results of trie survey on the chaikSoard. 
- The teacher can men select several items for <jp*pet exploration, asking 
such questions as: ' ± ' /. . 

• What might be the reasons why people might agree/disagree with "this 
r stltOTenT? 

• Do the answers we.'gave to diis question suggest that we value freedom of 
ideas? If $q± why is this value important? If hot, what other values seem 

* _ to be important? _ ♦ ; 

3 Following the discussion students an? % instructed to (fffer their own m- 
di vidua! written definition of academic freedom. 
Day #2 %: ^ * . 4 * ' 

The following two activities were taken from "Teaching Ajlbut Aca- 
demic Freedom in the Secondary Scpool." by Robert GeriMh (Social 
Education, April .1975. p. 230)r • * / - 

Activity One: "Where bo You Stand?" ' * % _ • 

Ask the class to indicate what powers they feel a local school board and the 
comrnuniry should have over die conduct of teachers by completing the 
questionnaire entitled What Do You Thinlc? > _ _ _ 

Emphasize that there are no right or wrong answers and that each student 
1 shouhj select thbse responses that best represc^tit his of her own views regard- 
ing the appropriate powers of a: scjiooi board, 
^fter the class has completed answering the poll, tabulate the results. 
. P 0 ** the XoUowih^ qucs^ ' \ 

• What kinds of teacher conduct did the majority of die class feel i 
board of education had the right to regulate? Why? Who disagreed? 
Why?. / ' . : . \ _ ^ • _. 

• VVhat Itinds of activities did the class fed should /ic* be regulated? Why? 
,Whp disagreed? Why? 

9 Are the results consistent with the definition of academic freedom origi- 
4 naily developed by the class? If not, should the definition be revised? If 
'so, how? If hot, why not? . . . _ 

• Consider the foUowing statement: 'teaching is a privilege, not a right. 
If one wants this privilege, he/she has to give up some-rights.** How*do 
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you think those who support this viewpoint would respond to the class 
poll? Why? Would you agree or disagree? Why? •-. • 
• Consider also the following: * 4 Freedom imples responsibility . ** What do 
you think this statement means? What responsibilities should a teacher** 
be required to fulfill if he or she is to have ^A^rnY^ freedom? What 
\ about students? _ : ■- • - : : 

Wri« I>> You Think? ^ - T 

- Check thc« statements with which you agree. School boards and/or repfeserH 



tativ^ of the community should have the authority tb determine! 

— ^1**!*!! or ooc i teacher smoke*.* ..._*' 
— r Whether or not an instructed is academically prepared to teach. 

Whether or not a teacher is ^allowed to be critical of school policies and 

practices and have his or her views polished. 

S? Cthcr - 001 1 « iiowed to date a student from school. 

■ — 2?*j hcr or BOt * maJc teacher mav come to school with long hair: 

— Wither or not an instructor may belong to" the Communist Partift* John 
Birch Society: ^ 

^ther or not a teacher might assign a reading to a.clasi ^tainin* 

language that could be considered bbscctie. . . 4 

Whether or not .an^insn^orinight write a play or novel for commercial 
publication that contains explicit sex as well as attacks on various reli- 
gions: _ 

Whether or not a male teachershould wear a tie and coaf to class everv 

••day: ;_ _ 7 

Whether or not a teacher should be permitted to refuse to pledge alle- 

ff*^ to the American flag because of his or heri beliefs. 

yhf™ 0 " or not a teacher sjiould have complete authority to select the. 

books and instructional materials he or she uses* . , v ■ ... ^ 

Wtoter of riot an instructor participates in controversial political eled 

oons mvolvmg local issues: . ■ - . 

Whether or not a teacher can drew as He or ihe wilU outside of the school., 

Whether or not a teacher has a hearing prior to possible dismissal or 

_ disciplinary action by a school system: - » ; z^j 

* — Whether or riot*" an instructor, can associate with whomever .he or she ' 

chcoses outside of school. . - - • . 

_ Whether or not a teacher may urge-support for a political candidate in his 

or her classroom. 

Whether or not a teacher must swear (or affirm) that he or she will . 

support the U.S^ Constitution and laws of the state. 

Whether or not a female teacher wears, a mini-skirt to school. 

Whether or no^an instructor who is a social activist in the cbmmunlty and 

Ms involved with groups supporting women's liberation, blaefcpow.er, or 

the like lis allowed to continue as a teacher. " - q 

~__ , ■ * !_..•_ 
*ftctiviry Two: ^Actions Outside of the School* \ . ' * 

Rank each of the following examples of teacher conddct outside of the 

school from that which is 4 * most unacceptable** to you ( I ) to **^hbst accept - 

able** (10) 

A teacher is charged by the police with public drunkenness. ° 

A teacher^ works as a **go-go** dancer on weekends. . 

A teacher engages in peaceful picketing and public demonstrations. 

— A teacher is a member of the Socialist Parry. - 

_1_ A teacher holds an elective public office: \ 

A teacher serves as a cashier at a local ^race track three nights a week. 

A teachef publicly admits to smoking marijuana. 

A teacher uses obscene language in fcev^ral private letters to a friend. 

A teacher drinks a lot of alcohol at home on weekends. 

A teacher regularly dates one of his or her students: * 

Poll the class on each item and discuss the responses. 

Indicate to the students that the law jxf this area is not neat or precise. 
Generally speaking, however, the Court will rule against the teacher when his 
or her conduct in private life: i.' '» 

( 1 ) can be shown to ha ve a nega tive effect upon hi%br her abiiry to teach or 
_ is "likely" to have a harmful effect upon the educational process; and 

(2) has achieved public notoriety through the actions or indiscretion of the *- 
^ _ teacher, or * .V • v 5 

(3) -involves students outside of standard or acceptable student-teacher _ * 

S relationships. . . • ' 

addition, the courts have herd that membership in unpopular organiza- 
tions by teachers if not punishable so long as the instructors make ho attempt a, 
to further any illegal aims of the or^niz^tion. iffftr 
Finally, the political activity of teachers is to be tolerated as long as it is poX^ ^* 
carried into the classroom by the instructor and does not interfere with his or 

her duties and responsibilities ajj teacher. 

Ask the class to reevaluate each of the examples of teacher conduct contain- 
ed in the handout in light of the courts* position. ' i * m 

Days #3 and #4 - 

Apply^ the concept of academic freedom to me film, Tfut Speaker. This 
43-rrunute^filrn. developed by the American Library Association, focuses on 
the problems faced by a high school Current Events Club and its teaeher- 
■ ^ c en it decides to invite to a school assembly a university professor . 
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5. 
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wf^ res^rcb «n|)bji^^ tmxiUm is 

available free of cost from many public libraries, as well as Jrom the Office of 
tateUectual Freedom, American Library Association, 50 East Huron Street 
(Chicago, Illinois 60611. _ . : . * 

The teacher should preview this film prior tbuse with students: It is strongly 
recommended that an intermittent showing format be used: Stop the film at the 
first meeting of the ^Current Events Glob and discuss the issues, take a class 
vote. Stop the f^at foe second meeting of the Current Events Club, Discuss 
how the situation has ^changed; ask the students to vote again. Finally, stop the 
film after the third vote, and request student discussion. Now, ask the students 
to take a final voce. ^ . . • »■;.**:• 

The following sBSScsuons are adapted from Ut pie Speaker Be Heard, by 
Jac * P^htijpson and Cyrus F. Smith, Jr. (unpublished paper): 

1. Ask students to consider how this rti^ 
( academic freedom. : ^ ..... - 

2. Ask students to look for examples of social pressure that are evident in the 
film. __ -_ >- 

Ask students to relate the k First Amendment to the issues presented in the 
film. ^ ' \ _1 ' 

Wrhe thefoiiowing statement on thechalkboard, •'Free Speech or the right \ 

express yourself bh any issue is basic to a free democratic society. " " Ask 
students Lwhetjier they agree or disagree with this statement. Be-sure that 
both supporting and opposing reasons are presented. , 

The fofiowing QUmimmu may itUiMiiaM *■ — ■ " T -ir- _.' j 

• Do people make better decisions when ill points of View are expresseo" : 

about a controversial issue? ^ . - r. : . ^ - '-- — *_ > ~ 

• Are there times when the right of free speech should be denied? 

• At times, is it better to leave some ideas unsaid^ \ 1 
Ask students to identify some of the L_fbrms of censorship • tn i_^e filrn 
(student newspaper? community pressure 6n the school, schooUibrary and 
newspaper, self -censorship). 

_/ . Ask the students if they have ever heard of a similar situation. 
8: Desigrra rfte-play situation in which a parent wishes to exempt a child 
from ^biology classroom teaching evolution. Assign the various roles. 

t Days #5 and #6 - 

. Have students read Allan Ornstein's article^ "An Update on Student • 
Rights,** Delta Kappa Pi Record, Fall il 98 1. This article examines con- 
stitutibnal rights in areas that will interejkt students: corporal punishment, V 
sus pensions and expulsions, student records, personal and religious ex p res- 
, sibn. ' f - • * 

The following procedures are suggested as follow-up activities to trjus 
article: . % 

1. Before students read the article^ have students list or discuss their un- 
derstanding of student rigrjts and student responsibilities. • 

?• Ask students to share their own experiences with student rights. 

3 . in vite an administrator and/or a board of education member to speak to the 
class on the school district's use of corporal punishment and its relation- " 
ship to student rights. :; 

4. Invite meinbefs j of the editbriaJ board and/or adwsor of the student newspa* 
- per to serve on a panel focused on student rights or the school newspaper. 
J. In vite (Jtie Pupil Personnel Officer and/or a guidance counselor in to explain 

how changes in students rights have influenced their practices and policies: • 

• * ' : S 

Uni^ ^valuation, _ v 

The following Action Pr^cts c$q be used ior'e valuation purposes. 
1 ; Conssurt arid conduct, a censorship^poll qf 25 adults in your community. « 

2. Write a brief 2-4 page research report on censorship of Academic Free- 
dom. . * 

?- Wjl 1 ?. ^sjwrt ^5 ^age paper on ^ a currem issue in censorship. 

4. Conduct an experiment in censorship at school-^'ur^t a 1-2 page report - 

5. Interview a principal, teacheX and religious leader on censorship. Write a 
one page summary. * 

6. Interview an editor of the local newspaper on an issue of censorship, 
and submit a one-page report. 

7: Interview the faculty advisor foohe school newspaper and submit a * 

/_ c "*ej»ge report . ? * 

8. Interview a lawyer on censc^rship. 

9- Call the American liberties Union or -a student * s rights organization on 
censorship and submit a one pi^e jepon. - * 

These a^onprojects are out-of-class alignments. This project is assigned 
on the first or second day 'of the umt. The smdent selects a project and has two ^ 
weeks to submit the project and share its findings in class. 
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